Placebo-related effects: a meta-narrative review of conceptualization, mechanisms and their relevance in rheumatology.
For decades in medicine, the placebo effect has been conceptualized as a subjective psychological effect associated with an inert substance and considered to be a nuisance noise in the assessment of therapeutic effects in clinical trials. However, research on placebo has undergone substantial developments since the mid-1980s in several fields of knowledge (including methodology, psychology and neurosciences) that challenge this traditional view. Using a meta-narrative approach, this review of conceptualizations, determinants, mechanisms and models of placebo effects shows that placebo effects are genuine biopsychosocial phenomena strongly affected by context and factors surrounding the patient and treatments. Psychological experiments and neurobiological and neuroimaging studies have identified various types of placebo responses, driven by different mechanisms (especially but not only expectation and conditioning) and associated with different chemical, structural and functional features. Insights into the mechanisms involved in placebo responses have led to opportunities for ethical enhancements of these mechanisms in clinical practice, notably by improving the patient-doctor interaction and refining the therapeutic ritual. These developments should be carefully considered in rheumatology settings, in which placebo effects are both prevalent and significant, with the potential to improve patient care.